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Subjective Objects: "The Book of Pukei"
and Early Critical Response to The Book of Mormon
Angela Erdmann
GIVEN THE REMARKABLE STORY of the discovery and divine translation
of gold plates hidden in a hill by an ancient Amerindian prophet, nineteenth-century readers could be forgiven for expecting an exotic new set
of doctrines in The Book of Mormon. Instead, what many readers found
(when they bothered to read the book at all) was an often dull, frequently
complicated narrative with the veneer of biblical language and themes.
Where they expected to find a heretical "Gold Bible'' designed to supplant
and erase biblical authority, they instead found chapters lifted directly
from the Bible itself. The Book ofMormon was a strange document indeed,
having at once a "foundational role'' in but also a "theological irrelevance''
to a newly created religion, so that it was actually "the miracle the work
embodied, not the doctrine it presented, that gave offense:' 1
Nineteenth-century public reaction to the idea of The Book ofMormon is well documented, but what was the response to the book itself?
This is difficult to answer, in part because there remains a real question
regarding who-including early converts-was actually reading the
text. Early boycotts of the book were so effective that Martin Harris,
the primary investor in the book's publication, was forced to admit

1. Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand ofMormon: The American Scripture That Launched
a New World Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 196.
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that "the books will not sell for nobody wants them:' 2 One newspaper
wrote, "We do not intend at this time, to discuss the merits or demerits
of this work;' an indication of the general unwillingness to engage with
what the text contained and a preference instead to focus on what the
existence of the text signified. 3 Popular speculation combined with limited distribution meant the gold plates became a blank slate on which
nineteenth-century readers and critics could project their own religious
preoccupations and anxieties. Numerous newspapers and periodicals
took aim squarely at Joseph Smith as a charlatan, but they concerned
themselves with The Book of Mormon only as an extension of Smith's
deceit. In this essay, one satirical response to the book itself, "The Book
of Pukei;' will serve as a case study in uncovering the simmering ten sions between faith and fraudulence for early readers. This tension highlights the difficulty that antebellum critics faced in engaging with The
Book ofMormon as a text rather than merely confronting it as an object.
Further, I argue that The Book ofMormon anticipates and is sympathetic
to these early critical responses, and that it actually works to complicate
this tension instead of attempting to resolve it.

"The Book of Pukei"
In September 1829, Abner Cole began to publish a weekly called the
Reflector in Palmyra, New York, under the pseudonym Obadiah Dogberry. The Reflector was printed by E. B. Grandin, the same press that
published The Book ofMormon. Among the many satirical notices of the
forthcoming "Gold Bible'' published in the Reflector, Cole also printed
unauthorized excerpts from The Book of Mormon, which were taken
straight from their shared press until Cole was threatened with legal
action by Smith. 4 Jared Halverson notes that almost 50 percent of the

2. Quoted in Richard Lyman Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling (New
York: Knopf, 2005), 82.
3. "Gold Bible;' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), January 2, 1830.
4. Bushman, Joseph Smith: Rough Stone Rolling, 81.
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first ninety newspaper accounts that deal with The Book of Mormon
were written by Cole, making him "the most significant early shaper of
public opinion regarding The Book ofMormon:' 5 Just a few months after
the book's publication in March 1830, Cole published the first installment of "The Book of Pukei;'6 a direct parody of The Book of Mormon.
It mocks Smith, his book, and his followers using an adulterated form
of the book itself. But though the text of"The Book of Pukei'' may have
appeared in the faux-biblical form of The Book of Mormon, the content
is distinctly preoccupied with the contemporary concerns of the time.
The first installment of "The Book of Pukei" tells of Walters the
Magician, a metaphor for Smith, who is described as "a man unseemly
to look upon, and to profound ignorance added the most consummate
impudence:' Smith is not the only object of Cole's ridicule. Potential
believers are called the "Idle and Slothful;' and they are as quick to
initially believe that Walters is "wise above all men'' as they are to later
determine that "this imp of the Devil, hath deceived [them]:' Cole also
styles them as "ignorant vagabonds;' using their physical rootlessness
to call to mind the dangers of being unchurched and spiritually restless. Walters, fitted with the comical accoutrements of prophecy and
divination-"his book, and his rusty sword, and his magic stone, and
his stuffed Toad, and all his implements of witchcraft;' calling to mind
Smith's Urim and Thummin, breastplate, and seer stone-is implored
by the idle followers to tell them where the Nephites hid their treasure
so they might recover it. To answer them, Walters produces "an old
book in an unknown tongue;' which turns out to be Cicero's Orations
in Latin. Cole uses both the mock-biblical language that he thinks he
sees in The Book ofMormon as well as the insertion of Cicero to implicitly ask his readers a question: If the past could really talk, why would
it sound like a parody of an English translation of the Bible? Why not
Latin, or something else entirely? When the idle followers inevitably
fail to discover treasure and begin to turn against the magician, Walters
5. Jared M. Halverson, "Extravagant Fictions: The Book of Mormon in the Antebellum Popular Imagination" (Master's thesis, Vanderbilt University, 2012), 27.
6. "The Book of Pukei-Chapter I;' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), June 12, 1830.
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realizes that "even these ignorant vagabonds" are able to "detect [his]
impostures;' and he then departs "lest the strong arm of the law should
bring [him] to justice:'7 In satirizing Smith by using the same form as
the text that Smith produced, Cole reconfigures The Book of Mormon
as just another one of Smith's alleged shams.
For Cole and other writers of the time, there is a real sense that
what Walters/Smith was doing was not simply deceitful, but also, and
more importantly, unlawful. J. Spencer Fluhman notes that anti-Mormonism often "constituted an implicit concern that disestablishment
had left too much room for religious expression:' With a popular glut
of "counterfeiters, frauds, and confidence men;' a too-credulous public
could be easily led down the wrong path, and these were boundaries
that needed to be actively policed on sectarian grounds lest a new heterodoxy threaten to destabilize the whole. 8 On these grounds, proselytizing itself could be seen as a dangerous and potentially illegal activity.
Long before the extreme example of the extermination order against
Mormons issued by the state of Missouri in 1838, a newspaper took note
that "an apostle to the NEPHITES [Oliver Cowdery] has started for the
East, on board a boat, with a load of 'gold bibles:" The paper publicly
warned Cowdery that he should "watch how he treads upon the Old
Saybrook platform'' lest he "find his way to the Simsbury mines;' that
is, Newgate Prison. 9
However, despite this preoccupation with boundary maintenance,
the early American press was often complicit in making room for alternative histories, shaping public opinion toward specific agendas, and
occasionally intentionally and unintentionally deceiving its readers.
In the preface to The Anarchiad, a satirical mock epic originally published serially in the New Haven Gazette, the editor notes that the text
was received "with a remarkable degree of credulity by many readers"

7. "The Book of Pukei-Chapter I;' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), June 12, 1830.
8. J. Spencer Fluhman, 'Jt Peculiar People": Anti-Mormonism and the Making of
Religion in Nineteenth- Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2012), 9.
9. "The Apostle to the Nephites ( Cowdery);' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), June 1, 1830.
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precisely because it was made to look like other stories of its time: "The
plan was well conceived, and the details relating to it were narrated in
a plausible manner:' 10 A similar phenomenon occurred prior to the
publication of Washington Irving's History of New York. In New York
newspapers in 1809, false notices concerning the disappearance of one
Diedrich Knickerbocker were published, with the actual purpose of
advertising Irving's forthcoming book. 11
Cole himself did not escape unintentionally misleading his readers.
Halverson recounts an article in the Reflector in which readers of one of
Cole's pieces on the story of "The Devil and Doctor Faustus" assumed
that Cole was actually referencing The Book of Mormon, having never
heard the original story. Cole's jabs at The Book of Mormon were so
frequent and so well known by his readers that anytime "they failed
to understand an article, they assumed he was again poking fun at his
usual target:' 12 With this in mind, the fact that "even these ignorant
vagabonds" -Cole's own naive readers-in "The Book of Pukei" are
finally able to see through the fraud of Walters/Smith speaks to how
blatant and transparent Smith's falsehood was deemed to be.
While the first installment of "The Book of Pukei" used the form
of The Book of Mormon only to mock Joseph Smith and his potential
followers without referencing the actual content of the book, the second installment, published July 7, 1830 (after the publication of The
Book of Mormon), trained its satirical eye directly on the story of the
Nephites and Lamanites and, in doing so, served to "solidify popular perceptions of the work as a pseudohistorY:' 13 In this chapter, the
mantle of prophethood has been passed from Walters the Magician
to Joseph Smith, who again promises to uncover the treasure of the

10. Joel Barlow, Lemuel Hopkins, David Humphreys, and John Trumbull, The Anarchiad: A New England Poem, ed. Luther Riggs (New Haven, CT: Thomas H. Pease,
1861), vii.
11. See Elizabeth Bradley's introduction to A History of New York, by Washington
Irving (New York: Penguin, 2008), xiii.
12. Halverson, "Extravagant Fictions;' 34.
13. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 94.
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Nephites. This shift directly to Smith allows Cole to play with the
notion of narrative voice. Where Smith's role as translator allows him
to take on the voices of ancient prophets and his role as prophet often
finds him taking on the voice of God, here, Cole lays claim to Smith's
voice. Cole's Smith relates an experience in which he is visited by a
spirit "clad, as I supposed, in Egyptian raiment" -except, the readers
find out, the clothing is actually an Indian blanket and moccasins,
with "an old-fashioned military half-cocked hat, such as was worn in
the days of the patriarch Moses:' 14 The satirical piece (like The Book
of Mormon) deliberately obscures the question not only of who is
speaking, but more importantly when.
Cole's spirit arrives not to dispense sacred wisdom, but to offer
a pithy summary of the history contained in The Book of Mormon:
"Knowest thou not that [Mormon] conducted that pious people, who
could not abide the wickedness of their brethren, to these happy shores
in bark canoes, where after fighting with their brethren the Lamanites,
a few hundred years, became wicked themselves, when God sent the
small pox among them, which killed two thirds of them, and turned
the rest into Indians?" 15 Mixing actual narrative from The Book of Mormon (a righteous people who cross the waters due to the wickedness
of the people they leave behind, who frequently go to war against their
brethren the Lamanites, and who cyclically become wicked themselves)
with other verifiable historical information related to Native American
experience (bark canoes, decimation by the introduction of European
disease) is not intended to lend legitimacy to The Book of Mormon.
Instead, as Givens writes, it provides "fabricated grounds for seeing
the work as an obvious melange of contemporary influences:' 16 If the
first chapter of the "Book of Pukei'' shows us that Smith fails in every
measure as a prophet (and thus his book could not possibly be a sacred
text), the second chapter shows how The Book of Mormon also fails in
its basic task as a history.
14. "The Book of Pukei-Chapter 2;' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), July 7, 1830.
15. "The Book of Pukei-Chapter 2;' Reflector (Palmyra, NY), July 7, 1830.
16. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 94-95.
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The Book of Mormon's Awareness of Itself

If early satirists such as Cole had paid somewhat closer attention to The
Book of Mormon, they would have found both ample rebuttals to their
criticisms as well as some unlikely corroboration. The Book of Mormon
deals out its own mockery to those who would argue that the scriptural
canon is complete. The Second Book of Nephi condemns two kinds of
fools: those who say "A Bible! A Bible! We have got a Bible, and there
cannot be any more Bible;' and those who say "A Bible, we have got a
Bible, and we need no more Bible:' 17 To them both, the Lord replies:
Because that I have spoken one word ye need not suppose that
I cannot speak another; for my work is not yet finished; neither
shall it be until the end of man, neither from that time henceforth
and forever. Wherefore, because that ye have a Bible ye need not
suppose that it contains all my words; neither need ye suppose that
I have not caused more to be written. For I command all men, both
in the east and in the west, and in the north, and in the south, and
in the islands of the sea, that they shall write the words which I
speak unto them. 18

The book doubles down not only on its own truth claims, but also the
potential truth claims of scripture yet to be revealed. The text warns its
detractors that there are other prophets akin to Nephi, Moroni, and Mormon in other times and locations, and there will be other Joseph Smiths
to uncover (and presumably translate) their records. In a religious milieu
that is unwilling (and perhaps unequipped) to neutralize the menace
posed by a single Joseph Smith, this is a profoundly threatening notion.
This warning, however, does not mean that the various narrators of
The Book of Mormon are entirely comfortable in their prophetic roles.
The "didactic and painfully sincere" 19 narrators are no rhetorical match
for satirists like Cole, and through the text they seem to anticipate the
17. 2 Nephi 29:3b, 6a; emphasis added.
18. 2 Nephi 29:9b-lla.
19. Grant Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader's Guide (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 269.
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criticism that will be leveled against them due to the inevitable incompleteness of their record and their own narrative shortcomings. In the
Book of Ether, Moroni outlines his concerns to God:
And I said unto him, "Lord, the Gentiles will mock at these things,
because of our weakness in writing; for Lord, thou hast made us
mighty in word by faith, but thou hast not made us mighty in writing.... Thou hast also made our words powerful and great, even
that we cannot write them; wherefore, when we write we behold
our weakness, and stumble because of the placing of our words;
and I fear lest the Gentiles shall mock at our words. 20

Given its explicit claim to be written in part for the nineteenth-century
audience in which it was purportedly uncovered, the text asks us to take
these protestations of inadequacy seriously. "And now if there be fault,
it be the mistake of men;' the title page declares, and admonishes that
those who cannot recognize the word of God through the errors of man
will not be "found spotless at the judgment seat of Christ:' 21
The discomfort of The Book of Mormon narrators occasionally
extends to their confusion over the purpose of keeping and maintaining
the brass plates, which they frequently note is a laborious process. The
text goes to great lengths to document its unbroken chain of custodians of this "Gold Bible;' but many of these custodians cannot explain
exactly why the records must be kept, or exactly what they as custodians should do with them. At one point, in the space of just twelve
verses, the plates change hands five times among individually named
record-keepers across two centuries who add nothing of doctrinal
importance (and barely more of temporal significance) to the record. 22
The narrator Jarom is explicit about his reasoning for not including
his own prophecies and revelations: "For what could I write more than

20. Ether 12:23-25.
21. The Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, 2013), Title page.
22. Elizabeth Fenton, "Open Canons: Sacred History and American History in The
Book ofMormon:' fl 9: The Journal ofNineteenth-Century Americanists l/2 (Fall 2013): 350.
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my fathers have written?" 23 Near the close of the book, Moroni begins
to instruct readers regarding what they should do "when ye shall read
these things;' but he quickly amends his statement to "ifit be wisdom in
God that ye should read them;' as though even he doubts the plausibility
of them reaching a future generation. 24
Nevertheless, the narrators of The Book of Mormon universally
speak of their tedious record-keeping as a "commandment;' and they
are prepared to do what they must to fulfill their duties. In one charged
episode, Lehi tells his sons Nephi, Laman, and Lemuel to return to Jerusalem to obtain a genealogical record on plates held by Laban. Laban
refuses Nephi's claim to these plates, until Nephi is "constrained by the
Spirit" to kill Laban as he lies in a drunken stupor. 25 Though Nephi
is understandably reluctant to commit murder (even if divinely sanctioned) in order to obtain the plates, he believes that "it is better that
one man should perish than that a nation should dwindle and perish
in unbelief' 26 Possession of the plates as a physical object is seen as a
requirement for the spiritual welfare of the exiled family, even before
they are certain of what the plates contain.
In this way, The Book ofMormon is sympathetic to its critics who can
grapple with the book as an object only and not with its content. Indeed,
for antiquarians participating in the documania of the nineteenth cen tury, often the content was beside the point. As Lindsay DiCuirci notes,
returning lost or vanishing texts to circulation was seen as doing God's
work, and antiquarian collecting "required a belief in the worth of documents as such:'27 She quotes nineteenth-century antiquarian Christopher
Columbus Baldwin, saying, "My daily experience tells me that we cannot
determine what is valuable and what is not:' 28 The Book of Mormon is
23. Jarom 1:2.
24. Moroni 10:3; emphasis added.
25. 1 Nephi 4:10.
26. 1 Nephi 4:13.
27. Lindsay DiCuirci, "Reviving Puritan History: Evangelicalism, Antiquarianism,
and Mather's Magnalia in Antebellum America;' Early American Literature 45/3 (2010 ):
575.
28. Quoted in DiCuirci, "Reviving Puritan History;' 575.
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willing to allow readers and critics to treat it as an object only, as long as
one does not foreclose entirely on the possibility of its other kinds of value.
If early critics favored the narrative in which Joseph Smith acted as an
extravagant con artist at the expense of his product, and if to some extent
the book sanctions its own neglect, who then were the early readers who
thoughtfully engaged with the content of the text? Steven Harper argues
that early converts to the new church were not the "ignorant vagabonds"
easily duped by Smith, as represented in "The Book of Pukei;' but rather
that they were "almost always first contemplative Bible believers who were
skeptical of false prophets:'29 Ironically, while detractors originally saw
The Book ofMormon as cut from the same cloth as other kinds of visionary and enthusiastic religious experiments of the era, the text's plodding
rationalism was what often drew early converts. To Cole, the plain-speaking approach of The Book ofMormon narrators like Nephi (who declares
that he "delighteth in plainness''30 ) was evidence only of either the text's
wholesale plagiarism of the Bible, or a lack of religious imagination on
the part of "Joseph the Ignoramus:' But for early converts, the idea of
the book as a "doctrinal corrective and simple foundation, rather than
innovation and elaboration'' was part of the appeal.3 1 As Steven Harper
notes, for the most part, the new religion attracted "skeptical seekers who
believed the Bible but despaired at the enthusiastic exegetical chaos of
antebellum revivalism;' 32 and they found the earnest rationality of the text
(in spite of its questionably supernatural origins) a welcome antidote to
the overly emotional landscape of revivalism.
Initial characterizations in the popular media of Smith as an impudent fraud were not mitigated by the proliferation of The Book of Mormon or by a growing readership of the text. Instead, the overlap between
religion, politics, and business in Smith's growing religion compounded

29. Steven Harper, "Infallible Proofs, Both Human and Divine: The Persuasiveness
of Mormonism for Early Converts;' Religion and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 10/1 (Winter 2000): 104.
30. 2 Nephi 25:4.
31. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 197.
32. Harper, "Infallible Proofs;' 112.
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the problems of the text's reception. With so many sideshows to monitor
in the ongoing effort to expose the fledgling church as a fraud, there
was very little editorial need to deal with the mostly harmless content
of Smith's "Gold Bible:' However, the blast of continued references to
the various threats of the new faith did ensure that The Book of Mormon
became a text that was impossible for nineteenth-century readers to come
to without preconceptions.
Eventually, newspapers and periodicals began to abandon any pretenses that they would ever review the book itself. "It may, perhaps, be
useless to condemn the thing by positive and absolute assertions-time
will discover in it either something of vast importance to men, or a deep
laid plan to deceive many;' reasoned the Painesville Telegraph. 33 Another
paper superficially engaged with the truth claims of the text by touching
upon certain oddly specific aspects of the book-a prophecy of the American Revolution, the existence of secret societies, and their own comical
depiction of the iron rod as a cable tow leading to destruction-although
they mused: "But why the Deity should predict events, the knowledge of
which would be so useful to the human race, merely to hide them in the
earth until after their completion, we are not informed:'34

Conclusion
Cole's satire "The Book of Pukei" lays bare certain fundamental questions at the heart of the problematic reception of The Book ofMormon. Is
Smith a prophet or a fraud? If a fraud, then to what extent is the public
responsible for its own gullibility and complicity in Smith's scheme? Can
the past ultimately be known, and in particular, what would an ancient
American past look and sound like? From the start, Mormonism "blurred
lines between the real and counterfeit, magic and religion, and faith and
politics:'35 It began when Smith's first vision blurred the lines between

33. "The Book of Mormon;' Painesville (Ohio) Telegraph, November 30, 1830.
34. "The Book of Gold;' Philadelphia Album, December 18, 1830.
35. Fluhman, "Peculiar People," 10.
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personal conversion and public ministry, and it continued as The Book of
Mormon confused the boundaries between scripture, history, and nineteenth-century religious artifact. But for every line that was obscured,
several others were thrown into high relief. Early responses to The Book of
Mormon show a nation hastening to redraw its shifting religious boundaries along strengthened sectarian lines in the wake of revivalism. Newspapers and periodicals participated in this sort of spiritual gerrymandering,
and their attention to Mormonism was mainly focused on its founder
rather than his literary/ scriptural output. Those readers who did encounter the text of The Book ofMormon by and large did not use the document,
as was feared by the press, as a replacement for or complete contradiction
to the supremacy of the Bible. Instead, the book served as a supplement
to existing biblically supported beliefs and as a counterbalance to revivalism's experimental religion offeeling.
Smith's account of his first vision succinctly articulates the question
of his day: "Who of all these parties are right; or, are they all wrong
together? If any one of them be right, which is it, and how shall I know
it?" 36 In some aspects, the production of The Book of Mormon can be
seen as ultimately unrelated to the answer to this question, and most
early responses to the book treated it this way in their haste to prove that
Smith was decidedly one of the wrong parties. In spite of the Painesville
Telegraph's prediction, time has not yet done a great deal to unravel the
complicated tangle of competing claims about the book. However, we
see that the religious landscape in which the book was received was
muddy enough that even a cynic like Abner Cole could almost un -iron icallywish for a pair of"Jo Smith's Magic Spectacles" 37 for his readers to
more clearly delineate the lines between faith and fraudulence.

Angela Erdmann is a master's student in interdisciplinary studies at the

University of Vermont.
36. Joseph Smith, Joseph Smith History 1:10. https://www.lds.org/scriptures/pgp/
js-h/1 ?lang=eng.
37. "Every Thing in This World;' Reflector, August 28, 1830.

